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ABSTRACT 



This paper reports on a project that involved the 
digitization of manuscripts from the Boswell Collection (i.e., personal 
papers of James Boswell) by the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at 
Yale University (Connecticut) . In this case, the digitization process was 
designed to serve a group of scholars already at work on a publication 
series, and so distinguishes itself from many others by its focus on the 
scholarly communication process rather than on giving broad access to 
collections through the Internet. The paper discusses the many reasons that a 
special collections library might undertake a digital conversion program, and 
shares the staff's insights into how digital technology has found its place 
in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Specifically, the paper 
discusses: background on the library and the Boswell collection; project 
origins; forming a digitization strategy, including choices regarding where 
the library should place its emphasis; getting the project underway; the 
scanning process; results and benefits for the library; results and benefits 
for the scholar-editors; and conclusions. (AEF) 
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Foreword 

Rare book and special collections libraries play an important role in 
humanities scholarship: they provide access to primary resources 
that are often rare and physically fragile. Librarians face an ongoing 
challenge to maintain a balance between making these resources 
available for consultation in the present, and ensuring their physical 
integrity and continued access to them over time. Fortunately, not all 
primary resource-based research requires access to an original docu- 
ment. Often enough, a scholar will find a critical printed edition of a 
manuscript collection to be a happy substitute for the real thing, one 
even preferred at times to traveling to a distant library. Printed edi- 
tions also obviate the need to handle fragile materials and decipher 
hard-to-read contents, as when a manuscript's paper is degraded or 
its inks have bled. 

Special collections libraries have discovered that digital surro- 
gates, like critical editions, have certain advantages in offering en- 
hanced access to rare or unique items. They can be consulted in re- 
mote locations and, through image processing, they may overcome 
the limitations of poor image quality. Special collections libraries 
have become a dynamic locus of digital conversion projects, in part 
because their staff have seen the potential of digitization to provide 
access to rich intellectual resources that are normally very hard to 
use. 

This paper reports on one such project, the digitization of manu- 
scripts from the Boswell Collection by The Beinecke Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library at Yale University. The paper is one of a series 
that the Council on Library and Information Resources is publishing 
in order to explore strategies for integrating digital technology into 
the management of library print and media collections. In this case, 
the digitization process was designed to serve a group of scholars 
already at work on a publication series, and so distinguishes itself 
from many others by its focus on the scholarly communication pro- 
cess rather than on giving broad access to collections through the In- 
ternet. The paper provides a thoughtful discussion of the many rea- 
sons that a special collections library might undertake a digital 
conversion program, and shares the staff's insights into how digital 
technology has found its place in The Beinecke Rare Book and Manu- 
script Library. 



Abby Smith 
Director of Programs 
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T he Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library is Yale 
University's principal repository for literary papers 
and for early manuscripts and rare books in the 
fields of literature, theology, history, and the natural sci- 
ences. For close to 50 years, the Beinecke has been publishing James 
Boswell's manuscripts. Recently, the library has incorporated digital 
imaging technology into the editorial preparation of the Boswell vol- 
umes and explored the role of digital technology in the scholarly 
communication process. 

The library was established in 1963 through the generosity of the 
Beinecke family as a separately endowed administrative entity with- 
in the Yale University Library system. In addition to its general col- 
lection of rare books and manuscripts, the Beinecke houses the Yale 
Collection of American Literature, the Yale Collection of German Lit- 
erature, the Yale Collection of Western Americana, and the Osborn 
Collection. The Beinecke collections afford opportunities for interdis- 
ciplinary research in such fields as medieval, Renaissance, and eigh- 
teenth-century studies, art history, photography, American studies, 
the history of printing, and modernism in art and literature. The li- 
brary serves an international research community but is also used 
heavily by Yale faculty and students for study and teaching. The li- 
brary awards a number of research fellowships annually to Yale 
graduate students and outside scholars and sponsors master classes 
for Yale students to encourage advanced research in the collections. 

In addition, the library presents many public programs throughout 
the year, including exhibitions, scholarly conferences, readings and 
music performances, and other meetings and receptions, most of 
which are free and open to the public. 

Among its many areas of collecting strength, the library's re- 
sources for the study of the British eighteenth century are particular- 
ly renowned. Chief among these is the Boswell Collection, which 
contains the personal papers of James Boswell, the eighteenth-centu- 
ry Scottish lawyer, diarist, and associate of Dr. Samuel Johnson. 
Boswell's now famous London Journal , 2762-2763, travel accounts and 
other works, including The Life of Samuel Johnson , LL.D., first pub- 
lished in 1791, have long served scholars as rich sources for the study 
of the legal, social, economic, and cultural life of his age. Besides 
manuscripts of his writings, Boswell's private papers include ap- 
proximately 4,000 pieces of his correspondence, his legal papers and 
records, and a large collection of Boswell's printed works. Accompa- 
nying these is an extensive family archive spanning six centuries, be- 
ginning with the fifteenth-century Boswells of Fife, which richly doc- 
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uments over 500 years of Scottish social, legal, agricultural, and eco- 
nomic history. 

The library's core collection of Boswell papers was purchased by 
Yale in 1949 from Lieutenant-Colonel Ralph H. Isham. Funds for the 
purchase were provided by a grant from the Old Dominion Founda- 
tion, established by Yale graduate and benefactor, Paul Mellon (Class 
of 1929), and through the sale of the publication rights to the 
McGraw-Hill Company.i For many years, the papers were held in 
the Rare Book Room of the Sterling Memorial Library. They were 
transferred to the Beinecke when it opened in 1963. Since the 1949 
Isham purchase, additional papers have been acquired by the library 
by gift or purchase from the family and from other sources, includ- 
ing a major addition of family estate records acquired as recently as 
1993.2 

In 1950 the Yale Boswell Editorial Project was launched, under 
the direction of Frederick A. Pottle, a longtime member of Yale's En- 
glish faculty, with the goal of publishing Boswell's unpublished writ- 
ings, including correspondence and manuscripts of many of his most 
prominent books. Over 40 years later, the work continues. In the Yale 
Editions of the Private Papers of James Boswell (1950- ), 27 volumes 
have been published, 14 in the trade edition and 13 in the research 
edition. The project staff includes a general editor, a half-time admin- 
istrative associate, plus several graduate student assistants, all resi- 
dent at Yale. The editors for the volumes, however, are specialists in 
the British eighteenth century, drawn from universities and colleges 
throughout the United States and Great Britain. 

Since its inception, the work of the editorial project has been sup- 
ported by funding from a variety of sources, including generous 
grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities (1975 
through 1997), a modest royalty income (Yale owns the literary rights 
to Boswell's unpublished works), and numerous gifts from founda- 
tions and individual donors. Additional funding and other support 
are provided by Yale University, which houses the project in the Ster- 
ling Memorial Library, pays a portion of the general editor's salary, 
and covers various other administrative costs. 



1 For a detailed account of the remarkable discovery of the Boswell papers, long 
thought to be lost, and their subsequent acquisition by Yale, see Frederick A. 
Pottle, Pride and Negligence: The History of the Boswell Papers , New York: McGraw 
Hill, 1982. For further information about the collection, consult the finding aid 
for the Boswell Collection (GEN MSS 89), which is available from the Yale 
Finding Aid Web site (http: / / webtext.library.yale.edu/finddocs/ fadsear.htm). 
See also Marion S. Pottle, Catalogue of the Papers of James Boszoell at Yale University , 
three volumes, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press; New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993; Diane J. Ducharme, "The Rest of the Boswells," Yale 
University Library Gazette 62:1-2 (October 1987); and David Buchanan, The Treasure 
of Auchinleck: The Story of the Boswell Papers , New York: McGraw-Hill, 1974. 

2 The library's principal Boswell holdings are currently grouped as follows: 
Boswell Collection (GEN MSS 89); Boswell Collection-additions (GEN MSS 150); 
Boswell Collection Supplement (GEN MSS 153). 
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